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Many people who purchase this book will already be familiar 
with Dr Brown’s previous book ‘Gene Cloning: An 
Introduction’. This latest offering is in very much the same 
style, with text in digestible-size paragraphs interspersed with 
clear line drawings. I very much approve of the way in which 
genetics is approached in this book, starting with the 
fundamentals of the molecule in question, DNA, and 
gradually progressing into what is formally understood by 
genetics or genetic analysis. To many would-be geneticists, 
the language which is necessary to master before the subject 
can be understood is most offputting. However, if the subject 
is approached through an understanding of what is happening 
to DNA molecules during, for example, gene conversion, 
then the inpenetrability of the subject is largely removed. 
This book is very much an introductory text and most of 
the material presented will be assumed knowledge for final 
year undergraduates. A considerable part of the book is 
devoted to explaining the cellular mechanisms associated with 
genetics, such as transcription and translation and DNA 
replication and I feel that this is probably unnecessary. I
would have preferred to have seen more space devoted to 
describing the elegant systems available to study genetics, 
such as Drosophila and the nematode; mouse or Mus do not 
get a mention in the index! There is however a section devoted 
to the way in which genetics is carried out and the principles 
of gene mapping are clearly outlined. The final section is on 
gene cloning and again, although in no way disputing the 
major importance of this technology in our understanding of 
genetics, I feel that this is not a necessary chapter in a book 
of this type. 
In summary, this book is a clearly presented account of a 
number of facets of genetics and with the reservations I have 
already stated, it is a readable text. Many students may find 
that it is rather too general in its subject matter and that in 
these days of financial hardship they cannot afford the luxury 
of another book detailing protein synthesis. 
Keith Dudley 
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The 1989 issue of ‘Essays’ contains four articles, on 
asparaginase treatment for acute lymphoblastic leukaemia 
(ALL), on ‘living light’, on lignin biodegradation, and on 
peroxisomal &oxidation. 
Having read most of the book, I went back to the preface 
of Vol. 1 (1965) in order to see if the original aims of the series 
were still being fulfilled. The Vol. 1 preface includes such 
phrases as ‘essays on biochemical subjects suitable for 
advanced students’, and ‘for the student trying to obtain a 
clear view of the various aspects of the subject’, and ‘the 
essays may prove helpful to teachers when dealing with parts 
of biochemistry on which they are not expert’. This review 
was written very much with these aims in mind. 
‘Asparaginase as a drug for treatment of ALL’ by 
Gallagher, Marshall and Wilson, gives a useful overview of 
this area without being too clinical. I thought that the student 
might have been helped more by specifically distinguishing 
chemotherapy from chemoprevention. The authors comment 
on the importance of basic, non-applied research (p. 3) as a 
foundation for much of what goes on in medicine, industry 
and biotechnology. They could have gone further and 
encouraged teachers of medical students, because this article 
illustrates the importance of medical people understanding a 
little enzyme kinetics. Thus, significant antilymphoma 
activity has been observed only with the periplasmic L- 
asparaginase of E. coli (KM = 10w5m) and not with the 
cytosolic isozyme (KM = 10 - 3m). 
The advantages of asparaginase are discussed in 
comparison with other therapies and the problems raised 
(immunological reaction, source of enzyme). This is very 
useful, although I found it slightly annoying that it is stated 
three times (pp. 6, 25, 31) that it would be desirable to clone 
the gene for human asparaginase, without saying whether 
anyone is actually trying to do this and what possible snags 
there are. Overall, nevertheless, it is an interesting and easy- 
to-read article that must surely attract students because of its 
human interest. 
‘Living Light’ by A.K. Campbell, is about biolumines- 
Copies of books for review in FEBS Letters should be sent to: 
Professor H.R.V. Arnstein, Department of Biochemistry, King’s College, Strand, 
London WC2R 2LS, England 
Published by Ekevier Science Publishers B. V. (Biomedical Division) 
00145793/90/$3.50 0 1990 Federation of European Biochemical Societies 209 
Volume 261, number 1 FEBS LETTERS February 1990 
cence, its biochemistry, function and biomedical applica- 
tions, and has a lot going for it, being a fascinating area and 
one, as the author tells us, with great benefits for ‘human 
good’. However, the article is very patchy, much of it being 
set at the level of a schoolchildren’s lecture (‘It has even been 
used to search for life on Mars’). 
The level varies between the trivial and the intense (see for 
example the description of methods for detecting 
chemiluminescence) and I did not feel that students would be 
helped by the imprecise use of language. Really the title gives 
it away: there are many, well-known chemical reactions that 
emit cold light, and the epithet ‘living’ belies the fact that 
organisms use perfectly understandable chemistry. 
In a number of places I felt that carelessness Or imprecision 
might lead students into bad habits. Thus, what are ‘active 
free-SH groups’ (p. 59), what is the ‘fungus knat’ (p. 54), 
what is a ‘fluor’, and how can it be catalytic or non-catalytic 
(identified as one of the up to six categories of components 
needed to produce ‘living light’ on p. 56, but not identified 
in table 3, which listed these)? I do not think students should 
be given the example of writing such as ‘for light emission to 
occur the genes responsible for the proteins must be ‘switched 
on’ ’ (p. 60), and ‘ATP processes the luciferin in beetles’ (p. 
61), and ‘an euglobulin dimer, mol wt about 105, although 
recent studies produce one 62,000 protein’ (p. 67). I could go 
on. The editors should have exerted a stronger hand and 
certainly stopped some of this, including the use of the 
abbreviations ‘Tryp’ and ‘Ileu’ (p. 62) in defiance of their 
own list of abbreviations given on p. ix. 
Finally, the article is used as a vehicle for promoting the 
‘chemisymbiotic hypothesis’. What are students to make of 
‘Biochemistry inevitably has it roots in the mechanistic 
materialist philosophy of science’, and ‘The chemisymbiotic 
hypothesis is a holistic, yet quantal, approach to cell 
activation and cell injury’ (p. 74)? The average student would 
pick up some interesting facts from this article but would not 
be taught much about precision of expression. 
The third article by Broda, Sims and Mason offers ‘A 
Molecular Biological Approach’ to lignin biodegradation. 
Lignin usually rates about two lines in the average 
biochemistry textbook, and so it is pleasing to see an article 
that deals with lignocellulose degradation with special 
emphasis on the biotechnological aspects. Surely, however, 
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students (and I include non-expert teachers here) would have 
been helped by clear definitions of ‘biomass’, ‘idiophase’, 
‘Klason lignin’ and indeed ‘lignocellulose’. They might also 
get the impression from a statement on p. 83 that starch and 
cellulose are broken down by the same enzyme, albeit at 
different rates. 
The article is in part in what the authors call ‘semi-narrative 
style’, relating to their particular project at UMIST: this style 
turns out to be a list of numbered points and it was not always 
clear how they are related (e.g. scientifically, chronologi- 
cally?). There were too many ‘(see below)’ and ‘(see later)‘, 
and much of the work is ‘unpublished’, perhaps inevitable in 
a biotechnological field. 
Although the story comes over reasonably clearly (despite 
the above gripes) the section on the genetics of the organisms 
involved seemed to me to demand a very sophisticated 
knowledge of the concepts and terminology. I wondered 
whether the average biochemist understands what an 
‘imperfect form’ (p. 93) is and what he or she would make of 
the description on p. 94 that the organism was ‘not 
homothallic’, but possessed ‘a unifactorial homogenic 
incompatibility (mating) system governing heterokaryon 
formation’. 
The final article, by Vamecq and Draye, on 
‘Pathophysiology of peroxisomal P-oxidation’, is by far the 
most workman-like article in this collection, and being 
written by Belgians, is of course the most faithful to English 
grammar. It is set much more at the level of an Annual 
Reviews article than a Trends in Biochemical Science article 
and is quite long with 477 references. The pathophysiology is 
really fascinating. This is another fertile area for those 
teaching biochemistry students to find interesting and 
relevant examples. 
My overall impression of this volume is that it contains 
accounts of some very exciting areas of modern biochemistry 
and their relationships with molecular biology/genetics on the 
one hand and medicine on the other. Biotechnology also 
features strongly, from lignin to the use of enzymes in 
medicine, and bioluminescence in medicine and the food 
industry. The editors might do well to wield the stick more, 
perhaps giving clearer guidance on level and insisting on 
certain standards of precision of expression. 
E.J. Wood 
f43.15 
The latest addition to the Advances in Enzymology series 
continues to offer good value for the money. The opening 
chapter presents a clear history of the discovery of 
ribonuclease P and includes a brief review of other ‘catalytic 
RNAs’. The author (S. Altman) points out that not all of 
these are true enzymatic reactions. Indeed, it is clear that the 
role of the protein component CS of ribonuclease P has yet 
to be adequately defined. This appears to offer some small 
comfort to those who would like to continue to believe ‘that 
all enzymes are proteins’. Naturally there are several 
references to stereochemical mechanisms involving 
phosphorus and this theme is elegantly amplified in a chapter 
on chiral phosphorothioates by P.A. Frey. The author gives 
a good review on chiral phosphorus, the synthesis of chiral 
phosphorothioates and their use in the synthesis of chiral 
phosphates. The use of phosphorothioates to determine the 
stereochemistry of phosphotransfer is then discussed for 
several nucleotidyltransferases and phosphotransferases with 
detailed references to initial rate studies. Stereochemical 
studies form part of a holistic essay on the phosphoglycerate 
mutases that should be extremely useful for several years to 
come. 
While it is now possible to describe the phosphoglycerate 
mutases in such detail, the same cannot be said for 
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